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SNL community answers  
Month of Writing Challenge
Last fall, the School for New Learning launched the Month of 
Writing Challenge—a call for the SNL community to generate 
1 million words to raise an additional $1,000 toward 
scholarships. From Oct. 10 to Nov. 7, more than 50 SNL 
students, faculty, staff and alumni rallied together to write 
essays, stories and more. The final count: 1,131,981 words.
Being a writer herself, Steffanie Triller Fry (LAS MA ’06), 
instructor and head of the Month of Writing Challenge, 
understands how daunting the task appeared. “It seems like 
we are all procrastinators when it comes to writing,” she says. 
Still, the SNL community rose to the challenge, motivated by a 
good cause and their own creativity. “It’s really amazing to have 
over a million words written that wouldn’t otherwise have been 
thought about, considered and created,” Triller Fry notes.
Encouraged by their success, this October SNL will once again 
hold the Month of Writing Challenge, increasing the target word 
count by 50 percent. “Because we were so far over our goal for 
last year, we don’t see any reason we can’t write another few 
million words,” Triller Fry says. “I’m hoping for close to 2 million, 
even though our goal is just 1.5 million.” The challenge is 
sponsored by SNL, but all members of the university community 
are encouraged to participate and set personal goals of 50,000 
words. “The month is about generation,” she says. “Although 
revising one’s work is an important part of the writing process, 
for this project, it’s about creating initial ideas and not worrying 
about revising. The idea is that in this month of just generation, 
something will be found in those words that would make an 
individual want to keep it around and work on it later.” From 
poetry to novels, memoirs to independent learning projects, 
Triller Fry remains amazed at the variety of work that can be 
created in just one month and hopes the “challenge sparks 
something in us.” 
For those still wary of participating, she offers some words 
of encouragement. “It’s only a month,” Triller Fry says. “It’s 
30 days—it’s like a short Weight Watchers program. You give 
yourself two to three hours a day and at the end of the month, 
you have something that you’ve created to be proud of.” Triller 
Fry assures participants that all they have to do is accept the 
challenge for assistance. “We have so many resources that we 
share during that month,” she says. “Tips are part of signing up, 
so that if you sign up, you’ll be supported through the process.” 
How will you use the month of writing? What will you create? 
If you are interested in participating in the Month of Writing 
Challenge, please contact snlwriting@depaul.edu for more 
information or to register. 
2012 Month of Writing Challenge
Week 1
Tell me, O muse, of that ingenious hero who travelled far 
and wide after he had sacked the famous town of Troy. 
Many cities did he visit, and many were the nations with 
whose manners and customs he was acquainted; moreover 
he suffered much by sea while trying to save his own life 
and bring his men safely home; but do what he might he 
could not save his men, for they perished through their own 
Week 2
Tell me, O muse, of that ingenious hero who travelled far 
and wide after he had sacked the famous town of Troy. 
Many cities did he visit, and many were the nations with 
whose manners and customs he was acquainted; moreover 
he suffered much by sea while trying to save his own life 
and bring his men safely home; but do what he might he 
could not save his men, for they perished through their own 
sheer folly in eating the cattle of the Sun-god Hyperion; so 
the god prevented them from ever reaching home. Tell me, 
too, about all these things, O daughter of Jove, from 
whatsoever source you may know them. So now all who 
escaped death in battle or by shipwreck had got safely 
home except Ulysses, and he, though he was longing to 
Week 3
Tell me, O muse, of that ingenious hero who travelled far 
and wide after he had sacked the famous town of Troy. 
Many cities did he visit, and many were the nations with 
whose manners and customs he was acquainted; moreover 
he suffered much by sea while trying to save his own life 
and bring his men safely home; but do what he might he 
could not save his men, for they perished through their own 
sheer folly in eating the cattle of the Sun-god Hyperion; so 
the god prevented them from ever reaching home. Tell me, 
too, about all these things, O daughter of Jove, from 
whatsoever source you may know them. So now all who 
escaped death in battle or by shipwreck had got safely 
home except Ulysses, and he, though he was longing to 
return to his wife and country, was detained by the goddess 
Calypso, who had got him into a large cave and wanted 
to marry him. But as years went by, there came a time 
when the gods settled that he should go back to Ithaca; 
even then, however, when he was among his own people, 
his troubles were not yet over; nevertheless all the gods had 
Week 4
Tell me, O muse, of that ingenious hero who travelled far 
and wide after he had sacked the famous town of Troy. 
Many cities did he visit, and many were the nations with 
whose manners and customs he was acquainted; moreover 
he suffered much by sea while trying to save his own life 
and bring his men safely home; but do what he might he 
could not save his men, for they perished through their own 
sheer folly in eating the cattle of the Sun-god Hyperion; so 
the god prevented them from ever reaching home. Tell me, 
too, about all these things, O daughter of Jove, from 
whatsoever source you may know them. So now all who 
escaped death in battle or by shipwreck had got safely 
home except Ulysses, and he, though he was longing to 
return to his wife and country, was detained by the goddess 
Calypso, who had got him into a large cave and wanted 
to marry him. But as years went by, there came a time 
when the gods settled that he should go back to Ithaca; 
even then, however, when he was among his own people, 
his troubles were not yet over; nevertheless all the gods had 
now begun to pity him except Neptune, who still persecuted 
him without ceasing and would not let him get home. Now 
Neptune had gone off to the Ethiopians, who are at the 
world's end, and lie in two halves, the one looking West 
and the other East. He had gone there to accept a 
hecatomb of sheep and oxen, and was enjoying himself at 
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Competence-based education | COMMON KNOWLEDGE
For more information on competence-based programs,  
visit snl.depaul.edu.
For adult learners,  
competence-based education  
is a perfect fit
SNL named among top online programs 
SNL recently made U.S. News and World 
Report’s list of the Best Online Bachelor’s 
Programs in the United States. Coming in at 
58th, SNL ranked higher than programs  
at DeVry University, Loyola University Chicago 
and the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign.
When it comes to competence-based education, SNL was 
way ahead of the curve. In 1972, SNL established programs 
designed to recognize and develop competence as well as 
evaluate students on their problem-solving knowledge. “We 
learn in different ways,” says Gretchen Wilbur, director of 
assessment at SNL. “What excites me about competence-based 
education is that it supports diversity and flexibility while at 
the same time being very transparent about standards.” 
From its well-articulated assessment standards to the 
personal attention each student receives, SNL strives to 
remain on the forefront of emerging issues in adult 
education—issues the rest of higher education is just 
beginning to discuss. “Adults don’t learn in packages that 
translate neatly into courses,” says Catherine Marienau, 
coordinator of the Master of Arts in Educating Adults program. 
“Adults as learners need opportunities to demonstrate what 
they already know.”
By moving away from the traditional model of education based 
on time spent in the classroom, SNL allows students to navigate 
competence statements at their own pace—regardless of time 
or place—using a combination of transfer classes, SNL courses
and life experiences. SNL understands that there is no “typical” 
student and allows each student to tailor an educational
experience to his or her individualized needs. “The program 
gives [students] the space to step back from the day-to-
day and build an academic program that establishes their 
expertise,” says Michelle Navarre Cleary, associate dean of 
curriculum, instruction and assessment at SNL. 
As one of the oldest competence-based education  
programs in the nation, SNL has provided guidance to  
other organizations and institutions, including the  
Council for Adult and Experiential Learning. Marienau 
represented SNL at a convening sponsored by the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and Lumina Foundation 
to discuss competence-based education in post-secondary 
institutions. “When you look across the board, higher 
education is just beginning to recognize and be excited  
about the kind of work we’ve been doing for a long time,” 
Marienau says. “Higher education needs to change. It needs 
to be more learning-centered and more willing to recognize 
learning that’s occurred outside the walls of academe.” 
 Ellen Benjamin honored | COMMON KNOWLEDGE
When Associate Professor Emeritus Ellen Benjamin 
received the 2013 Social Worker of the Year Award 
from the National Association of Social Workers’ 
Chicago District in March, she was taken aback by 
the honor. Citing inspiration from Jane Addams, 
Benjamin accepted the award with humility. “In a 
context where you are conscious of that history, it’s 
hard to think that the little I’ve done in the world 
deserves any recognition because there is so much 
that is happening,” she says. 
Yet, for more than 35 years, Benjamin has been 
involved in advocacy work both in the classroom and 
in the world. “One of the things that social work has 
the responsibility to do is to take the insights it gains 
through working with people and think about how 
much society must also be changed,” she notes. 
“It is not just an issue of people who don’t cope; 
it’s often situations with which people cannot cope 
through no fault of their own because the situations 
are inhumane or insurmountable.”
SNL professor  
Ellen Benjamin honored  
for contributions to 
the social work profession
 | 54 | 
In December 2012, after 18 years of service, Benjamin stepped down 
from full-time teaching—but don’t expect retirement to slow her 
down. She will continue to teach part time and act as a professional 
advisor at SNL. In addition, she looks forward to being what she calls 
“a citizen of the world” and all that entails. “Sadly, when we are at 
the height of being employed full time, it is often hard to take as 
much time to notice and pay attention to people, to respond to that 
issue that you care about,” Benjamin says. “You think, someone else 
will write that important letter. It’s a little easier now.”
Benjamin’s legacy of student support and encouragement will 
continue through the Ellen Benjamin Nonprofit Leadership Endowed 
Scholarship. Established with a generous gift from Pam Crutchfield 
(SNL ’00), the scholarship supports outstanding students committed 
to professional and volunteer nonprofit management, activism or 
philanthropy. Benjamin hopes the scholarship will make it easier for 
students to recognize nonprofit work as a viable career option. “I 
think the brightest minds and the best energy need to go not just 
into business, but into helping the social service profession,” she 
says. “If this can help more students pay the tuition, that’s fabulous. 
That’s what I’m hoping for.” 
The 2012-13 academic year was a 
busy one for the School for New 
Learning. We celebrated the school’s 
40th anniversary and have extended 
the festivities through the end of 2013. 
Faculty and staff continue to work to 
improve our programs and to consider 
new degree options for the school. We 
have revised our competence-based 
program to provide students with 
more support for experience-based 
knowledge and issues of employability. 
Given the ongoing challenges with 
the country’s economy, SNL wishes to 
provide students with the tools and 
strategies necessary for enhancing 
their career and job prospects.
As part of our strategic plan 
implementation, SNL will create new 
degree programs over the coming 
years to complement the already 
diverse range of degrees that SNL 
offers. We’ll also continue to expand 
our online options. If it’s been several 
years since you graduated,  
 
 
 
 
you might be surprised to learn that 
we currently offer six undergraduate 
degrees and three graduate degrees. 
Visit snl.depaul.edu to see a listing of 
all our degree programs. We’re also 
busy at work launching a student 
success center that will help streamline 
processes and provide resources to 
students that will engender success.
SNL continues to be a leader in 
competence-based and adult 
education. This past winter, Professor 
Catherine Marienau was among 
a select number of scholars and 
administrators invited to participate in 
a convening about competence-based 
degree programs sponsored by Lumina 
Foundation and the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. Some goals of the 
conversation included exploring the 
similarities and differences across  
programs and the ways in which the 
foundations might help support 
competence-based education.
In addition, Professor Marienau 
and Associate Professor Gretchen 
Wilbur led two of the best 
attended webinars on competence-
based education sponsored by 
the Council for Adult and 
Experiential Learning. 
In April 2013, Professor Ann Stanford 
presented on our model at the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges 
Academic Resources Conference. 
We also continue to host visitors 
from other educational institutions, 
including Seattle University and  
All Hallows College in Dublin, who 
want to learn more about our 
competence-based program.
Our program in Kenya continues to 
grow as well. In December 2012, the 
fifth cohort of 22 students at Tangaza 
College in Nairobi graduated with 
bachelor’s degrees in leadership and 
management from SNL. During the 
commencement ceremony at Tangaza, 
Father Holtschneider conferred 
honorary doctorates upon Sister 
Ephigenia W. Gachiri, a renowned 
educator and women’s rights activist, 
and Mary Getui, an established expert 
on the roles of religion, family and 
public health in Africa.
We continue to make solid progress 
in our fundraising efforts. We’ve 
received many notable gifts, including 
gifts from the Hon. Anne Burke (SNL 
’76, DHL ’05) and Alderman Edward 
M. Burke (LAS ’65, JD ’68), as well as 
from our founding dean Howard Sulkin 
(DHL ’90) and his wife, Connie. I’m 
so grateful for their support and the 
support of hundreds of others who 
give back to SNL.
While SNL has achieved much this 
past year, we are most proud of the 
accomplishments of our students  
and alumni. I invite you to tell us 
of your successes by visiting  
alumni.depaul.edu to submit class 
notes. We love hearing from you.
Best wishes for a beautiful and 
fun-filled summer!
“If it’s been several years 
since you graduated, you 
might be surprised to learn  
that we currently offer six 
undergraduate degrees and 
three graduate degrees.”
Marisa Alicea, PhD
Dean, School for New Learning 
A retrospective look at our 40th anniversary year
Notes from the dean | COMMON KNOWLEDGE
SNL education boosts  
alumna’s role as  
global learning consultant
Training insights from Renie McClay:
Alumna spotlight | COMMON KNOWLEDGE
Renie McClay (SNL MA ’10) found the 
perfect job straight out of college—it 
just took her 10 years to get there. 
She was a sales rep for Kraft Foods 
Inc. when she went to her first sales 
training class. “I freaked out, but in a 
good way,” McClay recalls. “I loved 
it. I sat there and looked at the job 
and said ‘that’s my job.’” With that 
role in mind, she navigated the ranks 
of Kraft from sales representative to 
account manager, sales manager to 
sales trainer. “I could feel it in my 
whole body that this was where I was 
supposed to be,” she says. “In the 
training role, I felt what a really, really 
rewarding and well-aligned job feels 
like. Once you find that, it’s like it sets 
you on fire.”
McClay maintained that sense of 
passion throughout her career, 
managing training for several Fortune 
500 companies, including Kraft, 
Novartis and Pactiv LLC, before starting 
her own company, Inspired Learning 
LLC, in 2005. As a global learning 
consultant, McClay helps companies 
to be more innovative, efficient and 
effective by developing employees to 
make them more productive. “What I 
like best about my job is having a sense 
of purpose and equipping people to do 
better,” she says. “I’m inspired by work 
that makes a difference, whatever that 
looks like.”
With a schedule that varies not only 
by day but also by time zone, McClay 
always wanted a master’s degree but 
knew a traditional classroom setting 
wasn’t for her. She first heard about 
SNL while attending a professional 
conference, and from that moment, 
her interest was piqued. “It was exactly 
the kind of program I needed,” she 
says. “I’m very self-motivated, I’m very 
goal driven. I loved that there was a 
program with flexibility.” 
Now, with a Master of Arts in Applied 
Professional Studies concentrated 
in global talent development and 
accreditation as a certified professional 
in learning and performance (CPLP), 
McClay feels more marketable 
universally. If the international sales 
of her book “10 Steps to Successful 
Teams” in China and Australia are 
any indication, her methods speak 
worldwide as well. A busy writer with 
six published books to her name, one 
in progress and an active blog entitled 
“Inspiring Clarity,” McClay jokes that 
one of her biggest challenges is taking 
on too many things. Yet, McClay 
wouldn’t have it any other way. “You 
can’t get bored,” she says. “I wake up 
and do work that I like—that’s amazing 
when I hear that out loud.” 
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“Look at performance issues—what 
are the problems you are trying to 
solve?—and work from there. Figure 
out how you are going to measure 
success and put together a solution 
that will help solve the problem.”
“Don’t land on a solution too soon. 
Spend time identifying what the 
problem is and what the issue behind 
the problem is before you land on a 
solution.”
“Don’t put employees through 
training unless there is a plan as 
to how the manager is going to 
help follow it through. Employees 
are not going to change just by 
attending a miraculous two-day 
session. That’s not a reasonable 
expectation.”
“One of the biggest management 
problems in the workplace 
is managers not managing 
performance—not sharing 
expectations with their employees, 
not showing what good looks like 
and criticizing when someone isn’t 
doing well, but not helping them 
to improve it.”
Recap of 40th anniversary events: SNL 
kicked off its 40th anniversary in 2012 with 
a slew of activities. Family and Reunion 
Weekend participants attended an open 
house filled with informational workshops 
designed to help further personal and 
professional goals. Attendees also saw 
the launch of the “Reinvention Mindset 
Employability Series,” as well as the debut 
of the PhotoBooth Project. Throughout 
the year, student and alumni receptions 
allowed guests to network with one another, 
while the Africa Diaspora Committee 
hosted a celebration in honor of the Rev. 
Martin Luther King Jr. on Jan. 17. The 40th 
anniversary celebration continues through 
the end of the calendar year, so be sure to 
join SNL for Reunion Weekend 2013 (Oct. 
18-20), a faculty showcase in the fall and 
more in honor of its anniversary. For more 
information on events, please visit  
snl.depaul.edu/events.
The buzz
New faculty publication: 
Donald Opitz (CSH ’91) 
co-edited “For Better or 
For Worse: Collaborative 
Couples in the Sciences” 
(Birkhäuser 2012), which 
examines the nature of 
collaboration between life 
partners in the sciences with 
particular attention to the 
ways in which personal and 
professional dynamics can 
foster or inhibit scientific 
practice. In addition, he 
contributed two chapters to 
the book. Opitz was recently 
promoted to associate 
professor with tenure.
1 2
1
1 2
1
Student honored with Humanitarian 
Award: Aline Williams, SNL student, 
veteran, and Student Government 
Association senator for grad, law, 
and adult students, received the 2012 
Humanitarian Award in Veterans’ 
Affairs from the TEECH Foundation 
on Nov. 10, 2012. The Humanitarian 
Award recognizes individuals whose 
continuously caring efforts have had 
an impact on the community. Derrick 
Winding (SNL ’12) and SNL students 
Michael Sanders and Erik Efrosinis  
were also honored at the event for 
their service to the country in the U.S. 
Marine Corps.
Commencement: Nearly 310 
students graduated at DePaul’s 
115th commencement ceremony on 
June 15. Latasha Melton (SNL ’13) 
delivered the student address, while 
the Right Honorable Michaëlle Jean 
offered the keynote speech. Jean, a 
Haitian-born Canadian journalist and 
former Governor General of Canada, 
emphasized education as the key to 
freedom. She received an honorary 
Doctor of Humane Letters degree  
for her work helping survivors of 
domestic violence and the 2010  
Haitian earthquake. (Left to right:  
Osofo Atta, Derise Tolliver Atta,  
Michaëlle Jean, Marisa Alicea, Susan 
McGury, Ini-Obong Udoh, Isidore Udoh 
and Ludovic Comeau)
Alumni reception: More than 
200 alumni and friends gathered 
for a reception at Maggiano’s Little 
Italy on June 19. Guests mingled, 
making new friends and catching 
up with old acquaintances, while 
enjoying complimentary beer, wine 
and hors d’oeuvres. Illinois Supreme 
Court justice the Hon. Anne Burke 
(SNL ’76, DHL ’05) and Dean Marisa 
Alicea shared stories and university 
updates at the reception. (Left to 
right: Anne Burke, Howard Sulkin, 
Connie Sulkin and Marisa Alicea)
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Patricia Monaghan, PhD, passed away Nov. 11, 2012, at the age of 66. Over the 
course of her distinguished career as a teacher, scholar and poet, Monaghan 
celebrated the mythic in the ordinary, the spiritual in the mundane and the 
sensuous in the scientific. She created innovative, interdisciplinary learning 
experiences for students. From taking students to Wisconsin to view the work 
of Aldo Leopold to teaching a class on the ecology of personal life, Monaghan’s 
methods drew upon the mythology of the earth, cultural wisdom and sacred 
narratives about respecting the earth.
Monaghan joined SNL in 1995 as a professor of interdisciplinary studies. She 
authored more than 20 books and numerous essays and articles on such topics 
as goddess spirituality, Celtic mythology, the landscape of Ireland and more. 
Monaghan’s highly crafted work remains accessible to ordinary readers interested 
in spirituality, peace and environmental issues, and has been featured in “Best 
American Spiritual Writing,” among other anthologies. As a DePaul humanities 
fellow, she focused on the effect of war on families in producing her poetry book 
“Homefront: Silenced Voices of War.” She was lauded for her work numerous 
times, receiving a Friends of Literature Award in 1994 as well as a Pushcart Prize 
in literature in 2003. Her environmental writing garnered her a Phoenix Award 
for Poetry in 2006 and the Paul Gruchow Memorial Essay Award in 2008. She 
received the Spirit of Inquiry Award in 2003 from DePaul.
Monaghan held dual citizenship in the United States and Ireland. She found 
inspiration in linking the ancient spiritual practices of Ireland with those of the 
present, culminating in her book “Brigit: Sun of Womanhood,” which offers a 
holistic picture of Brigit from her beginnings as a Celtic goddess to her role as 
a Christian saint. She assisted with the development of the Chicago Chapter of 
Celtic Women International (CWI), an organization that honors the contributions 
that women of all seven Celtic nations have made to the world. Monaghan 
donated a large portion of her library to Chicago’s Irish American Heritage Center 
Library in CWI’s name. 
Monaghan was a leading figure in the women’s spirituality movement and was a 
founding member of the Association for the Study of Women and Mythology. In 
addition, she was a founding fellow of the Black Earth Institute (BEI), a fellowship 
of artists and scholars dedicated to having art serve an inclusive spirituality, 
protecting the earth and promoting social justice. She structured the BEI so that 
others could carry on her vision, including the institute’s “About Place Journal.” 
Monaghan was a promoter of many social, spiritual and environmental issues 
in her rich life, and enjoyed crafting, gardening, knitting, canning, decorating, 
entertaining and cooking. She was a longtime member of the Society of Friends, 
or Quakers, and is survived by her husband Michael McDermott, many siblings, 
nieces, nephews and friends.
In memoriam | COMMON KNOWLEDGE
An excerpt from “Ways to Leave,”  
from “Grace of Ancient Land”:
 
and southeast down to Black Earth Creek
where herons fish and deer graze
beside the fields. So many ways
to leave
 
this place or anyplace. And so few
ways to stay: as limestone from
an ancient sea; as shadow, bone
and dust.
PATRICIA MONAGHAN, PhD
THE REV. JOHN WALKER WILLETS , PhD
The Rev. John Walker Willets, PhD, teacher and mentor, passed away on Dec. 
13, 2012, at the age of 71. Willets joined SNL in 1995, serving as assistant 
professor for several years before moving to his hometown of Jacksonville, Ill. 
There, he continued his association with SNL by teaching online courses part 
time. Willets was ordained as an Episcopalian deacon and was known for 
putting others first. Community oriented and engaged in celebrating people 
for their differences, Willets loved his family and especially enjoyed spending 
time with his cats. He is survived by his sister Marian (George) Manker, as well 
as seven nieces and nephews. 
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For more information on the Campaign,  
please contact Michelle Bibbs,  
director of development,  
at (312) 362-8666.
Many Dreams, One Mission | COMMON KNOWLEDGE
To make a gift today,  
please visit  
giving.depaul.edu.
“By giving, I hope to offer someone 
else the same opportunity to 
experience DePaul.”
The Many Dreams, One Mission Campaign 
for DePaul University, the largest philanthropic 
undertaking in the history of the university, 
extended its campaign goal to $300 million after 
eclipsing its original $250 million goal last year. 
The School for New Learning has raised its sights 
as well, increasing total investment through the 
Campaign from $5 million to $7 million. Through 
the generosity of alumni and friends, SNL will 
be able to increase resources for educational 
excellence by raising $3 million for scholarships,  
$3 million for academic programs and $1 million 
for faculty excellence. To date, SNL has achieved 
nearly 80 percent of its goal. 
Edtra Flowers (CMN ’10), grades coordinator at 
SNL, understands firsthand the impact a gift can 
have on a student’s success and wants to help, 
just as she was helped. “As a proud alumna, staff 
member and graduate student of DePaul, I have 
a personal obligation to offer the same support 
that was given to me,” Flowers says. “I was able 
to enter and attend college with the help of 
scholarships, grants and a job as a student worker. 
By giving, I hope to offer someone else the same 
opportunity to experience DePaul.”
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Stay connected to DePaul through our online communities, including Facebook, 
LinkedIn, Flickr, YouTube and Twitter. Visit alumni.depaul.edu to sign up today.
Save the date for Reunion Weekend 2013!
 
For information about the SNL open house and other 
Reunion events, visit alumni.depaul.edu/reunion.
We welcome your story ideas, 
questions and comments. Please 
contact Melissa Smith at 
(312) 362-5266 or
 msmit134@depaul.edu.
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